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Parker: John Milton, Governor of Florida

JOHN MILTON, GOVERNOR OF FLORIDA
A LOYAL CONFEDERATE
by D AISY P ARKER

Research on the War for Southern Independence
has reached a phase of investigation touching on
the political, economic, and social activities of the
leaders during and before its outbreak. This research has seldom brought, altogether favorable revelations of the conduct of many of the Confederates
in their official capacity. Statesmen of the Lost
Cause, by Burton J. Hendricks, the most recent
work of this type, assuredly implies a question of
the patriotic activity of many Southern political
leaders. Specifically are the Confederate governors
faced with the charge that they hindered the successful political and military operations of the Confederacy. An entire chapter is devoted to the Confederate governors as a cause of the collapse of
the Southern armies because of their zealous, if
unwise, custodianship of the rights of the respective
states, or because of petty personal scores. Nor
is this work alone in making this charge. Earlier
works, as Owsley’s States Rights in the Confederacy, and Moore’s Conscription and Conflict in the
Confederacy, have stressed the role of Confederate
governors and some other officials in the defeat
of the South.
One Confederate governor, however, has escaped
censure or reproach in those books and their prototypes. Governor John Milton of Florida singularly has been upheld as one of the most, if not
the most, loyal and cooperative of them.
When fate made John Milton Florida's war governor, it was in keeping with the traditions of the
Milton family. Governor Milton’s grandfather, also
John, was a captain in the Continental Army during the Revolution ; his father served in the reg-
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ular army during the War of 1812, participating
in the Canadian campaign. John Milton, himself,
served in the Seminole War as captain of a volunteer Alabama company.
The Milton family, in fact, had scarcely more
than settled in this country before the wars called
them. John Milton’s great grandfather, another
John, was the son of Thomas, a deputy clerk of
the Crown in Chancery, son of Sir Christopher
Milton, brother of John Milton, the poet. 1 This
John came to America about the year 1730, landing in Virginia, where he married Mary Farr. To
them a son was born in 1740, who moved to Burke
county, Georgia, some time before the outbreak of
the Revolution. 2 When war came, he enlisted as
an ensign in the Georgia infantry, on January 7,
1776, where he remained until July, 1782, retiring
then with the rank of captain. 3 During the Revolutionary years also Captain Milton served for -a
time as mayor of Augusta and as a member of
the Committee on Georgia Affairs. When Georgia
was overrun by the British, he was the sole member of the Committee left in Georgia, and he carried the Georgia records to North Carolina, from
which place they were recovered safely years after
the war. 4 Another war experience of the captain
was his capture at the Battle of Fort Howe and
his imprisonment at St. Augustine, this adventure
1. Edward Foss, Judges of England, (London, 1874), VII, 225.
2. The Milton family has given this information. The author
found a John Milton on the vestry of Christ Church, Alexandria, in 1783. (William Meade: Old Churches, Ministers,
and Families of Virginia, Philadelphia, 1900) II, 285. If this
Milton were the John who came over in 1730, he would have
been about seventy three years of age at the time of his
vestry service.
3. Francis Bernard Heitman, Historic Register of Officers of
the Continental Army during the War of the Revolution.
(Washington, 1890) p. 394.
4. Ellis Merton Coulter, A Short History of Georgia, (Chapel
Hill, University of North Carolina Press: 1933) p. 160.
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establishing early the Milton Florida connection. 5
Captain Milton married Hannah E. Spencer of
South Carolina, by whom he had many sons and
daughters, 6 one of whom, Homer Vergil, married
Liza Jane Robinson of Georgia, and on April 20,
1807, in Louisville, Georgia, another John Milton
was born who was destined to fight against the
government his father and grandfather had fought
so valiantly to establish and protect.
Only a few facts concerning John Milton’s life
before 1833 are ascertainable and only a few conjectures can be safely made, but the influence of
his early frontier life can be discerned in Milton’s
character later. His membership in the Democratic
party, his apparent hatred of Indians, his individualism and fervid belief in State Rights might be
traced to that frontier influence. Nothing is known
of his formal education, although it is probable
that he attended the academy at Louisville,. which
had been established in 1796. There he possibly
studied the prescribed curricula of Greek, Latin,
English, and mathematics. By his twentieth birthday, Milton had read law in the office of Roger Q.
Gamble in Louisville and had been admitted to
the bar. 7
Still in his early twenties, he moved to Columbus,
where, apparently, he practiced his profession and
entered politics. Here he ran for United States
House of Representatives on a nullification platform and was defeated. His espousal of nullification in 1833 portends his subsequent championship
of the cause and right of secession. In Columbus,
for reasons unknown, Milton engaged in a duel, unfortunately killing his adversary. Judging by his
5. Heitman, op. cit., p. 394.
6. Marriages, births, etc., were given by the Milton family from
the family Bible.
7. The late William Hall Milton of Marianna furnished this information, as told to him by his father, William Henry Milton.
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later acts as a legislator and governor, one cannot
believe that Milton rushed into the duel on the
mere drop of a glove or on some hasty insult. 8
During his residence in Columbus, Milton married Susan Amanda Cobb of Cobbham, Georgia,
daughter of Henry Willis Cobb and Obedience
Dutiful Bugg, the latter of an aristocratic South
Carolina family. Henry Willis Cobb was an uncle
of Howell Cobb and Richard Cobb; thus by marriage John Milton was connected with one of ‘the
first families of the Confederacy. Four daughters
of this marriage all died in youth, but one son,
William Henry Milton, lived to serve the Confederacy in the Florida cavalry, and was the father
of the late William Hall Milton, of Marianna,
one-time United States senator.
About 1835 Milton moved to Mobile, Alabama,
and with the outbreak of the Seminole War, he
left his law practice to become captain of a volunteer Alabama company. At the conclusion of hostilities he moved to New Orleans where he maintained a law office on Canal street until about 1846.
On the untimely death of his first wife, Milton
married Caroline Howze of Marian, Alabama, by
whom he had two sons, Jeff Davis, and John, and
eight daughters.
Why John Milton decided to move to Jackson
county, Florida, is not entirely evident. On his
maternal side he had numerous relatives, Robinsons, who had settled near Marianna about 1823,
coming there directly from Ireland. The Robinsons
were staunch and loyal Democrats, although not
oratorical ones, whom a descendant describes as a
“great bunch of Irishmen and politicians without
a single speaker in the lot of them.” It might be
that they persuaded Milton to come and bolster the
Democratic forensic opposition to the Whigs.
8. W. H. Milton furnished this information also.
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That Jackson county in 1846 was a Whig stronghold is indisputable. One of the five wealthy cotton counties of Middle Florida with a well-to-do
planter electorate, it naturally turned in Whig majorities, which continued until 1860. The earliest
available records of elections in the county are of
the 1841 election of territorial delegate to Congress. 9 Although Levy (later Yulee), the Democrat, was elected by a comfortable total vote in
the state, Jackson county gave him only 123 votes,
while it gave Ward, a Whig, 213 votes and Downing, another Whig, 12 votes, the Whigs thus getting twice as many votes as the Democrats. In the
1845 election for United States Representative,
Jackson gave Cabell, a Whig, 293 votes, and Brockenbrough, a Democrat, 98. Undoubtedly aware of
such a record of Whiggery in the county, Milton
came here to enter Democratic politics.
Although his name appears on the tax rolls of
the county in 1845, no land possessions are indicated ; but in that year he did pay taxes on forty
slaves. 10 On the tax rolls of 1847 he is shown possessing 2480 acres of land ; in 1849, 3160 acres ; in
1855, 6334. In 1856, his real estate was listed at
a value of $38,360 ; in 1859, his acreage is listed
as 7,326 with an evaluation of $36,200. Milton’s
acreage, while at no time enormous in the modern
conception of land holdings, set him apart in the
more than well-to-do planter class of the Old South.
Since one historian has estimated that in 1860
there were 663,000 farms in the thirteen Southern
States, with only 4,576 having a thousand acres
or more, Milton’s ownership of 7,000 acres at the
9. The Tribune Almanac for the Pears 1836-1868, (New York,
1868).
10. He paid no personal tax that year in the county.
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outbreak of the war place him in an exclusive
class. 11
Likewise his slave holdings place him among the
more affluent group of Southerners. In 1861 his
slaves had increased to 52, and his average holding since 1845 was about 44. In 1860, the United
States census showed that only 346,000 of the
South’s 8,000,000 whites owned slaves, one or more.
Only one slave owner in the entire South had 1,000
or more; thirteen had from 500 to 1,000 slaves ;
2,278 held from 100 to 500; 77,000 held one slave
only ; and 189,000 held from two to fifty. 12
Concerning the Jackson county home of Milton,
the best source of information comes from the
published journal of a governess in the family,
“Miss Jones”, who was employed in 1861 and
1862. 13 “Sylvania,” the plantation home, as described by Miss Jones, was a “long, low dwelling,
surrounded by a deep piazza reached by steps extending along the whole front.” It was "a very
pretty style of building, quite Southern” and “literally in a wood.” The grounds around the house
abounded in “dogwood, several species of plum,
sassafras, and many flowering trees and shrubs”
besides “verbena, oxalis, violets, white lilies, and
azaleas.”
The days were easy and gracious at Sylvania.
Mrs. Milton, a tall handsome lady, whom Miss
Jones described as “one of the most good tempered people in the Confederacy” was an efficient,
fond, and just manager of her slaves. One is not
surprised to find her in the scarcity of war will11. A. E. Parkins, The South-Its Economic-Geographic Development, (New York, 1938), p. 206.
12. Parkins, op. cit., p. 206.
13. Catherine C. Hapley, Life in the South, (London, 1863) II,
305. Catherine Hapley chose to go under the name of “Miss
Jones” in the South.
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ing to give her last brandy to a dying slave child
of a neighbor. The ten Milton children were “always smiling, amiable, and obliging, and were
blessed with splendid dark, beautiful eyes.” Of the
girls, Miss Jones said, “They were as pretty and
amiable a set of girls as one could see. . . .”
In his new home Milton did not devote his entire
time to running his plantation, for on the tax rolls
he reported returns from a law practice in 1846,
but he did not enter politics until 1850 when he
ran for the lower house of the legislature. One
suffers the absence of records of Milton’s campaign
in the crucial year of 1850. What sort of speeches
did he make to his wealthy, aristocratic, slave-holding constituents? Was he an extremist of the
Southern Movement group? In all probability, he
was not actively extremist, or Jackson would not
have sent him to the legislature, for the county
was still a conservative stronghold. In the election of members of the United States Congress in
1850, the same year Milton was running for the
legislature, Jackson gave Cabell, a Whig, 362 votes,
and Beard, a Democrat, 193. Personal qualities
rather than political convictions may have been
the reason why Milton was elected. Now in the
prime of life at forty-three, he was a commanding
personage. Blackheaded, broad-shouldered, clean
shaven, resolutely molded of nose and chin, he
was as forceful in speaking as in appearance.
Milton’s activities as legislator belie any suggestion that he was elected on a radical or extreme
platform. There were violent speeches and resolutions in the legislature elected in 1850, but John
Milton was not the author of them. His capability
was quickly realized as his committee assignments
were choice, he being made chairman of the Militia
committee, a member of the very important Judiciary committee, of the Committee on Indian Af-
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fairs, of the Committee on Schools and Colleges. 14
He was nominated for chief justice and for associate justice on the newly created Supreme Court,
being very nearly elected in each instance. 15
Indicative of a liberality and idealism in political administration not yet materialized, is a resolution introduced by Representative Milton concerning the appointment of state judges and lost
by a tie vote. 16 The resolution proposed that in
the election of judges to the Supreme and Circuit
Courts, the House and Senate should “elect Judges
from the respective parties, irrespective of partisan considerations.”
In a somewhat less vital and serious vein was
a bill introduced by Milton which was entitled:
An Act to prevent any person or persons being made liable for
the payment of any subscription or subscriptions to any newspaper or newspapers, any periodical or periodicals, or any document or documents, without said person or persons shall subscribe,
or in writing request or order the same to be addressed to himself or herself or themselves. 17

Either because of pressing problems on the Jackson plantation, opportunities for public service
proving disappointing in Tallahassee, or for other
reasons, Milton did not offer for reelection to the
legislature. Nor did he return to public life until
he entered the gubernatorial campaign in 1860.
Why Milton ran for governor in 1860 rather than
1856 or 1852 is not explained by him in any statements left to us. Whig threats of victory were
no longer present after 1850, so they could not
have been the reason. Family or plantation urgencies may be the answer. Or he may have felt
14. Journal of the Proceedings of the House of Representatives
of the General Assembly of the State of Florida, Fifth Session, 1850, (Tallahassee, 1851) p. 20.
15. Ibid., p. 310ff.
16. House Journal, 1850, p. 138.
17. Acts. . . 1850, Ch. 379,127.
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the need of a fair period of time to establish himself in Florida and to learn her problems. On the
other hand, he may not have felt a need of running when there were such capable men as James
E. Broome and Madison S. Perry to run.
The year 1860 with its ominous issues was an
appropriate one for Milton to reenter the state
political scene. His reputation as an extremist
on State Rights and secession, however, did not
make his reentrance too easy, judging from the
circumstance that it was only on the twenty-third
ballot “after a fierce contest” at the Democratic
convention in Quincy, on June 4, that Milton was
nominated for governor. 18 Nor was carrying the
election any easier than securing the nomination.
Colonel Edward Hopkins, the candidate of the moderate Constitutional Union party, made a formidable opposition. When the votes were tallied in
November, Hopkins polled 5,248 votes to Milton’s
6,994. 19
In addition to carrying on his campaign in the
summer of 1860, Milton attended the National Democratic convention in Charleston. When the Democrats failed to adopt the uncompromising Southern views on slavery, he and other Floridians withdrew from the meetings along with other cotton
states delegations. Home from the convention, it
was characteristic of Milton that he was anxious
for his fellow citizens to understand that the failure of the Northern and Southern Democrats to
agree “was not due to petty wrangling between
Northern and Southern politicians” but “to a profound difference of public opinion in the North
and South." 20 In June, Milton attended the con18. William Watson Davis, The Civil War and Reconstruction in
Florida, (New York : Columbia University Press, 1913), p. 54.
19. The Whig Almanac of 1861 is used for election figures.
20. Davis, op. cit., p. 54.
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vention of the Southern Democrats in Richmond,
which convention nominated John Breckinridge as
Southern Democratic standard-bearer.
His term as governor beginning only in October
1861, he had no official connection with the secession of Florida. He attended the secession convention, in which, due to the illness of Governor Perry,
he was the central figure at the signing of the
ordinance of secession. 21 On the evening prior to
the signing of the ordinance, Milton addressed a
torch-light procession before the old Capital hotel.
When he became governor of the Confederate
State of Florida in 1861, John Milton assumed the
task of administering a state in a confederation
which was at war. His was the task to decide what
obligation the state owed the Confederacy and
what exactly was the relationship between the state
and the general government. Governors in other
states were facing the same problem and the comparison of their solutions to those problems and
Milton’s solution was to give Milton a secure claim
to a unique place of honor in the annals of the
Confederacy.
In a modern treatment of the war, the author
begins : “There is an old saying that the seeds of
death are sown at our birth. This was true of the
Southern Confederacy, and the seeds of death were
State Rights." 22 Elaborating, the author maintains
that “if the political system of the South had not
broken down under the weight of an impracticable
doctrine put into practice in the midst of a revolution the South might have established its independence.” The leaders of the Confederacy, he
explains, were unwilling that the Confederate gov21. See Journal of the Proceedings of the Convention of the People of Florida, January 3, 1861.
22. Frank Lawrence Owsley, State Rights in the Confederacy,
(Chicago : University of Chicago Press, 1925), p. 1.
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ernment should be allowed the freedom of control
needed to wage the war; if they had allowed the
government that freedom “it would have been almost an impossibility for the North to have been
victorious. But the Stephenses, Toombses, Browns,
and Vances could not wait until after the war
to try out their theories and air their differences;
they had not the ability to keep the ultimate aim
in view, even in adversity, and to see over and
beyond the present calamity into the far-distant
future.’’
Although as ardent a theorist as any of the
Stephenses, Toombses, Browns, and Vances, Milton
could keep the ultimate aim in view. He could see
that the “safety of the people and preservation
of their rights under the Government of the free,
sovereign, and independent States” demanded the
“generous support of the State governments to
the maintenance of the Confederate government.”
Not that he was a ready sponsor of a strongly
centralized Confederate government ; one hardly
expects that from a frontiersman and nullificationist. Disposed at first to bicker with Confederate officials concerning the Confederacy’s power
to raise armies in the State, he grew in understanding cooperation as the war progressed. When other
governors were storming and threatening over conflicts with the Confederate government about local
defense, conscription, exemption, foreign trade, and
the like, Milton, still a firm State Rights adherent,
was counselling : “It is best where it can be honorably done to avoid all conflicts and competition
between the State and Confederate authorities for
political power, or commercial privileges, at all
events during the existing war." 23
23. Offcial Records of the War of the Rebellion, Series 4, III, 303.
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Especially was the Governor’s championship of
conscription indicative of his willingness to waive
the issue of State Rights to face a greater issue.
The conscription acts probably caused as much
anger and bitterness in the South as Sherman’s
march to the sea. Brown of Georgia, Vance of
North Carolina, Rector of Arkansas, and other governors assailed the conscription acts and sought to
block their operation in their respective States.
Rector actually threatened secession rather than
enforce conscription. Brown wrote, “No act of the
Government of the United States struck a blow so
fell as has been stricken by the Conscription Act." 24
Milton stood four-square behind conscription from
the beginning. To the legislature in 1862, the Governor frankly admitted that there was room for
doubt as to the constitutionality of the conscription
act but “it was,” said the Governor, “a judicial
question, which should be decided, if at all, by the
proper department of government. " 25
In August 1862, Milton urged Floridians who
would be subject to conscription not to hesitate to
offer their services as volunteers “until liable to be
made a conscript.’’26 Nor would he have any part
in exemption practices as did Brown or Vance, the
former needing in Georgia at one time 1350 constables, 1350 justices of the peace, and 660 solicitors, and the latter needing in North Carolina
15,500 officials to administer state affairs. 27 And
the governors of Louisiana, Alabama, Virginia, and
other states were like offenders on a somewhat
smaller scale.
Another instance in which the Florida executive
showed his determination to cooperate with the
24. 0. R. Series 4, I, 1156.

25. House Journal, 1862, p. 29.
26. 0. R., Series 4, II, 49-50.

27. Albert Burton Moore, Conscription and Conflict in the Confederacy, (New York : Macmillan, 1924), pp. 83-113.
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Confederate government was in regulating blockade running. Most of the Confederate states supplied their own troops. Supplies, for the most part,
had to be secured in foreign markets, and blockade running became a necessary and lucrative enterprise. Most states depended on privately owned
vessels for this trade, as did the Confederate government. As the number of persons equipped for
such trading was few, enormous profits were extracted by the operators. In 1863, the Confederate
government, in an attempt to protect itself from
the exhorbitant rates of the blockade runners, contracted to rent one-third of the space on each private vessel to import its supplies and export its
products. The owners, aided and abetted by their
state governments, tried to force the rent charges
higher than those specified in the contracts. Hence
on February 4, 1864, the Confederate government
empowered Davis to regulate all private export
and import trade with the provision that stateowned vessels could not be regulated. Armed with
this authority Davis ruled that all ships must carry
one-half their cargo on Confederate account. 28
Brown, Bonham, Vance and others tried to evade
this order by having private owners transfer their
titles of ownership to the states. Davis refusing
to recognize such practices, Brown went into action,
wiring the Confederate governors east of the Mississippi, asking them to join him in asking Congress to remove its restrictions on blockade runners. 29 In answer to the wire, Milton fairly read
Brown a sermon, revealing therein very forcibly
Milton’s policy and philosophy of the states’ part
in carrying on the war. “I am not sensible of the
political propriety,” he wrote, “of the Governor
of a State, or the Governors of States, asking Con28. Owsley, State Rights in the Confederacy, pp. 137-139.
29. 0. R., Series 4, III, 303.
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gress to legislate upon that or any other subject.
My judgment does not approve of any direct attempt by persuasion or otherwise to be made by
the Governor of a State, or the Governors of States;
to influence the legislation of Congress.” Reminding Brown that the activities of a state were neither
curtailed nor regulated by Congress, Milton further
curtly informed Brown that it would be better that
the states relinquish their petty insistence to supply their own troops. “For,” he wrote, “the Government of the Confederate States has better recognized advantages and superior facilities to provide for the armies in service than any one of the
States and to supply wants of citizens not connected with the Army ; if their necessities can only
be supplied by traffic with citizens of foreign nations, it is better to rely on individual enterprise
than upon the respective State authorities." 30
His concern, alien to most of the Confederate
governors, for the honor and respect abroad of the
Confederacy prompted this opinion. The action of
the states to supply their own troops would “embarrass Congress under the obligation imposed by
the Constitution ‘to provide for the common defense and carry on the government of the Confederate States.’ ” Concluding his letter, Milton summed up his own beliefs in regard to administering
the war with, “It is best, therefore, where it can
be honorably done, to avoid all conflicts and competition between the State and Confederate authorities for the political power or commercial
privileges, at all events during the existing war.
When the independence of the Confederate States
shall have been achieved and recognized by other
powers, and the aim of war shall have ceased, the
rights of the States and the constitutional powers
30. 0. R., Series 4, III, 303.
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of the Confederate Government will be adjusted
by an intelligent, brave and free people, to secure
the enjoyment of civil liberty to themselves and
their posterity." 31
There was, however, one practice of the Confederate government to which Milton never gave
his wholehearted support or approval. This practice was the impressment of private property for
public use. He, nevertheless, did not deny the right
of the Confederate government to impress property, although, he was continually at odds with the
methods by which impressment was accomplished.
In the two most important cases of impressment
in Florida, that of Florida’s one cotton mill in
Monticello and of Senator Yulee’s railroad in East
Florida, Milton upheld the Confederate government. Never could he be put in the Toombs, Yancey, Brown, Vance category, who, to use their own
words, thought “it far better for a free people to
be vanquished in open combat with the invader
than voluntarily to yield liberties and their constitutional safeguards to the stealthy progress . . .
of executive usurpation toward the establishment
of a military dictatorship.”
It is a tragic circumstance of history that Milton was not to be present when the war “had
ceased” and when “the rights of States” and constitutional powers of government were to be adjusted “by an intelligent, brave, and free people,
to secure the enjoyment of civil liberty to themselves and their posterity.” Although the adjustment was to be vastly different than that for which
he had hoped, he could have contributed a calm
and steady hand to that adjustment. But on April
1, 1865, word came to a shocked state that the
Governor had died by his own hand at his home
31. 0. R., Series 4, III, 303.
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in Marianna. It had been known for three weeks
that the Governor was ill, suffering from the strain
and tension of war, but no one had realized the
seriousness of his illness. 32
Zebulon B. Vance, long after the war was over,
made the statement that, “Few of our political
leaders comprehended the situation [the war] at
all when the troubles began . . . and . . . our leaders . . . did not grasp the magnitude of the struggle. ” Vance was not speaking of Milton, for he
was one individual who did grasp the magnitude
of the struggle and who was willing to sacrifice
present to future peace, happiness, and prosperity,
as he saw the situation. Had all Confederate leaders been Miltons, the history of the Confederacy
might have been greatly different.
32. Florida Union, April 8, 1865.
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